4               FIRE-FESTIVALS IN OTHER LANDS         CHAP.

Ceremony  burning by fresh supplies of fuel.    A Taoist priest throws a
to ensure   mjxture of sait an(j rice on the fire to conjure the flames and

an abun-                                                                   _                                      ,

dant year,  ensure an abundant year.    Further, two exorcists, barefooted
Walking    an(j followed by two peasants, traverse the fire again and
again till it is somewhat beaten down.    Meantime the pro-
cession is forming in the temple.    The image of the god of the
temple is placed in a sedan-chair, resplendent with red paint
and gilding, and is carried forth by a score or more of bare-
footed peasants.    On the shafts of the sedan-chair, behind the
image,stands a magician with a dagger stuck through the upper
parts of his arms and grasping in each hand a great sword,
with which he essays to deal himself violent blows on the back ;
however, the strokes as they descend are mostly parried by
peasants, who walk behind him and interpose bamboo rods
between his back and the swords.    Wild music now strikes
up, and under the excitement caused by its stirring strains
the procession passes thrice across the furnace.    At their
third passage the performers are followed by other peasants
carrying the utensils of the temple ;   and  the rustic mob,
electrified by the frenzied spectacle, falls in behind.    Strange
as it may seem, burns are comparatively rare.    Inured from
infancy to walking barefoot, the peasants  can  step with
impunity over the glowing charcoal, provided they  plant
their feet squarely and do not stumble;  for usage has so
hardened their soles that the skin is converted into a sort of
leathery or horny substance which is almost callous to heat
But sometimes, when they slip and a hot coal touches the
sides of their feet or ankles, they may be seen to pull a wry
face and jump out of the furnace amid the laughter of the
spectators.    When this part of the ceremony is over, the
procession defiles round the village, and the priests distribute
to every family a leaf of yellow paper inscribed with a magic
character, which is thereupon glued  over the door of the
e      house.    The peasants carry off the charred embers from the
mixed with furnace, pound them to ashes, and mix the ashes with the
ttefodder fodder of their cattle, believing that it fattens them.     How-
cattle,       fcver, the Chinese Government disapproves of these perform-
ances, and next morning a number of the performers may
generally be seen in the hands of the police, laid face down-
wards on the ground and receiving a sound castigation on a